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ABSTRACT 

The African American civil rights movement is often most closely associated with the American South, 

particularly events such as the Montgomery Bus Boycott or the work of the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference. But Nevada also has a long (if less well-known) history of African American 

civil rights activity. This context is designed to provide an overview of that history and guidance in the 

evaluation and nomination of historic properties related to that history to the National Register of Historic 

Places (NRHP). 

This context was prepared for the Nevada State Historic Preservation Office (NVSHPO) under the 

auspices of the National Park Service (NPS) African American Civil Rights Grant Program. In 2018, the 

NVSHPO received an African American Civil Rights Grant through the NPS to increase awareness and 

representation of African American heritage in Nevada. In fulfillment of that grant, the NVSHPO 

contracted SWCA Environmental Consultants (SWCA) to complete a historic context for the African 

American experience in the state. This context is intended to focus particularly on the civil rights 

movement of the twentieth century and the identification of property types (including buildings, 

structures, objects, sites, and districts) that are on or may be eligible for listing in the NRHP because of 

their importance to and representation of civil rights history and African American heritage. 

The results of this research are reported in this context, which includes several sections. 

Background and Methodology provides background context for the project and a discussion of the project 

design, goals and limitations, and methods. 

Definition of Context defines the focus and limitations of the context in terms of its theme, geographic 

parameters, and temporal limits. Thematically, the context is focused on African American history, with a 

particular focus on the civil rights movement. It geographically encompasses the entire state of Nevada; its 

temporal focus is on the period between 1900 and 1979. 

Historic Overview provides a history of African American civil rights and encompasses four eras: African 

American Civil Rights in the Nineteenth Century (1848ï1899), Jim Crow in the Early Twentieth Century 

(1900ï1940), World War II (1941ï1945), and the Activism and Advocacy Era (1946ï1979). The African 

American civil rights movement extends throughout the entire period of African American history in the 

state, but the nature and success of those efforts vary widely throughout the Historic period. 

As a result of Reconstruction, African Americans in Nevada experienced considerable success in their civil 

rights advocacy during the 1870s. But the backlash against Reconstruction on the national level also 

affected them during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Efforts by African American 

communities to push back against the growing issues of racism and segregation were often met by failure, 

due in part to the extremely small size (proportionately) of the Black population in Nevada prior to World 

War II. But during World War II, in-migration of African Americans increased the Black population in the 

state substantially. The needs of industry and the military in the face of the war effort encouraged the 

recruitment of African Americans from out of state, who subsequently moved to Nevada for newly available 

jobs. Despite white racism, these recruits generally remained in the state after the end of the war. As a result 

of increased advocacy for African American civil rights on the national level, and because of the ongoing 

discrimination they faced within the state, many African American communities in Nevada began to 

increase civil rights activism during the postïWorld War II period and beyond. Because of the 

proportionately larger African American population in the state during this era, and because of the visibility 

of that civil rights activism, protestors and activists had considerable success in their work.  
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African American Civil Rights Property Types in Nevada discusses property types that may be 

associated with those civil rights efforts and provides guidance on property identification and assessing 

eligibility for the NRHP. Identified examples of potentially NRHP-eligible property types (including 

location information and condition) are included in Appendix A. 

In summary, the goal of this context is not to serve as a comprehensive history of African American civil 

rights in Nevada. It instead offers insight into a long-neglected but extremely important aspect of 

Nevadaôs history and provides a basis for additional historic research to help facilitate future NRHP 

nominations and offer guidance for historic preservation efforts. 
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1 

1 INTRODUCTION 

While the history of African American civil rights in Nevada may not be as well-known as elsewhere in 

the country, those who worked as advocates and activists deserve equal recognition for their work. Facing 

a frequently hostile public, habitually unsympathetic officials, and a system intentionally designed to put 

them at a disadvantage, African Americans and others who worked alongside them in Nevada challenged 

racism and discrimination for over a century and often came out the victors. It is therefore unsurprising 

that the word frequently applied to those efforts is persistence, a descriptor that remains as apt today as it 

did in 1870 (Coray 1992:239ï240). 

Since the earliest days of Euro-American exploration and settlement, African Americans have shaped 

Nevadaôs history. During the early and mid-nineteenth century, they joined exploring expeditions through 

the region and early immigration movements, like the rush to the Comstock Lode. Although African 

Americans initially made up only a fraction of a percent of the total population and faced blatant racial 

discrimination, they began to advocate for civil rights as early as the 1860s and 1870s. The political 

climate during the Reconstruction era aided them in getting many of Nevadaôs racially discriminatory 

laws overturned. But racism grew more common and overt in Nevada in the years following the end of 

Reconstruction through the Great Depression. The creation of Ku Klux Klan branches throughout the 

state during the 1920s and aggressive efforts by city officials to segregate Las Vegas beginning in the 

1930s are two obvious examples. African Americans in Nevada actively worked to combat these growing 

patterns of racism through advocacy and legislative reform, but their efforts during the early twentieth 

century were largely unsuccessful. 

During and after World War II, however, Afr ican Americans in Nevada began to employ new tactics to 

secure their rights. These included direct action, such as a strike of hundreds of workers at Basic 

Magnesium, Inc. in Henderson during World War II, picketing and sit-ins, direct lobbying of legislators, 

and threatening and conducting large-scale marches against specific instances of discrimination. With the 

growing national awareness and support of the civil rights movement, these tactics brought success to 

civil rights activists in Nevada. By 1965, the state had ratified its own Civil Rights Act, and African 

Americans began to be hired for jobs that had previously been segregated (although access to lucrative 

positions only followed later). 

But the trajectory of civil rights in Nevada was not in a straight line; progress was not always equal 

throughout the state, nor did every segment of the African American population benefit equally. 

Compliance with standards of integration and desegregation was not always done in good faith. As a 

result, while some general trends characterize the history of civil rights throughout the state, the history is 

often best understood on the local or regional level rather than at the state level. Ultimately, the civil 

rights movement in Nevada must be understood as process: a process of advocacy, activism, and 

resistance by African Americans on an individual and community basis, a process that was ongoing 

throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and that continues to this day. 

This historic context is a study of the African American civil rights movement in Nevada between 1900 

and 1979. It provides a historic overview of events and patterns in that history throughout the state, with a 

particular emphasis on the relationship of those events with the physical environment: where civil rights 

activists lived and worked; where protests or other acts of resistance or advocacy occurred; areas that 

African Americans were excluded from or where they were forced to live as a result of racism and 

segregation. This context is not a comprehensive history but instead seeks to chart the broad patterns of 

history in relation to African American civil rights. It also includes a discussion of property types 

associated with that history and how to evaluate them for eligibility to the National Register of Historic 

Places (NRHP). The goal of this context is to serve as the basis for future scholarship and to facilitate 

future historic preservation efforts, such as the nomination of properties to the NRHP. 



 

2 

2 BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Project Background 

In 2008, the National Park Service (NPS) published a report titled Civil Rights in America: A Framework 

for Identifying Significant Sites (NPS 2008). Based on the findings in that report, the NPS now operates 

the African American Civil Rights Grant Program (Program), funded by the Historic Preservation Fund, a 

program administered by the NPS using royalties from the Office of Natural Resources Revenue. The 

Program provides funding to states, tribes, local governments (including Certified Local Governments), 

and nonprofit organizations to conduct planning, development, and research projects for historic sites 

(NPS 2020a). 

In 2018, the Nevada State Historic Preservation Office (NVSHPO) received an African American Civil 

Rights Grant through the NPS to increase awareness and representation of African American heritage in 

Nevada. The NVSHPO contracted SWCA Environmental Consultants (SWCA) to complete a historic 

context for the African American experience in the stateðparticularly in relation to the civil rights 

movement of the twentieth centuryðand to identify property types, including buildings, structures, 

objects, sites, and districts, that are or may be listed in the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) 

because of their importance to and representation of African American heritage. 

2.2 Project Design 

NPS guidance states that historic contexts exist as summary documents that present relevant information 

and avoid extraneous information. In general, the purpose of historic contexts is to provide a basis for the 

evaluation of properties for their eligibility for the NRHP and to facilitate their evaluations and 

nominations by providing a developed history against which they can be reviewed (Wyatt 2009). This 

project combines the work of experts in architectural history, vernacular architecture, historic 

preservation, public history, and oral history. It is hoped that the context will facilitate future historic 

research on the subject of African American civil rights in Nevada and the nomination of properties 

significant within the context to the NRHP. 

General guidance for the preparation of historic contexts is provided by Wyatt (2009) in The Components 

of a Historic Context: A National Register White Paper, but the format and content of these documents, 

as well as the methodology used to develop them, can vary widely. To refine our approach, we examined 

multiple property documentation forms (MPDFs) relating to African American history in other parts of 

the country and contexts from Nevada. Particularly useful were MPDFs and contexts relating to local and 

regional history and specific property types (Baker 1991; Bertolini 2017; Cyriaque et al. 2009; Grimes 

2008; McBride and Bedeau 2008; Van West 2013; Wolfenbarger 2010, 2011). At a minimum, a context 

should include 1) a background history, a definition of the context (theme, geographic parameters, and 

temporal limits), and a development of the theme or area of significance; 2) an identification of property 

types; and 3) a discussion of eligibility evaluation and registration requirements for the NRHP. Our 

methodology for developing these three parts of the context is described below. 

2.2.1 Advisory Committee 

In addition to historic research, the context also incorporated the feedback and insight of representatives 

from the African American community and local experts on African American history throughout the 

state. To achieve this, SWCA convened an Advisory Committee of the following five individuals with an 

interest in the project from the academic, cultural, and religious communities in Las Vegas and Reno: 
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¶ Gloria Bennett 

¶ Demetrice Dalton 

¶ John Edmond 

¶ Claytee White 

¶ Brenda Williams 

The role of the Advisory Committee was to facilitate outreach to African American communities and 

organizations about the project, assist in identifying research sources and significant properties, and 

review all deliverables. Although budgetary constraints only allowed for one in-person Advisory 

Committee meeting, SWCA solicited committee members for feedback on potential primary and 

secondary sources, property types, and historic properties. 

To organize the Advisory Committee, SWCA subcontracted with Dr. Alicia Barber, PhD. Dr. Barber is a 

public historian and oral history expert, and her assistance was invaluable in connecting with committee 

members, organizing the committee meeting, and soliciting feedback from participants. 

2.2.2 Notes on Terminology 

In writing about the history of race in America, it is important to consider terminology. This context uses 

the terms African American or Black interchangeably when referring to individuals of African ancestry. 

This context generally does not use the term people of color except in referring to Black or Brown people 

in a general sense, and usually only in differentiating those individuals from their white counterparts. It is 

also important to note that terminology to describe race has evolved significantly over the past 50 years 

and continues to evolve. Although historic language, such as the use of the term Negro, is no longer 

considered appropriate, many historic documents written by and about Black Nevadans use that language. 

When these documents are quoted, the original language is preserved to prevent applying a modern 

standard of language to historic sources. 

In the case of Nevada specifically, one additional note should be made about terminology regarding the 

Historic Westside of Las Vegas. Starting in the 1930s, white city officials forced African Americans to 

live in a segregated neighborhood on the west side of the railroad tracks. This area is generally referred to 

as ñthe Westside.ò But as Claytee White notes in The March That Never Happened, ñThe term óWestsideô 

carried a derogatory connotation. It is still remembered as óragtownô and ótent cityôò (White 2004:75). In 

her article White refers to the neighborhood as ñHistoric Westside,ò a term used by a descendant of one of 

the original families living there. In an effort to address the derogatory connotation the term Westside may 

still hold for African Americans in Nevada, this context will also use the term ñHistoric Westsideò when 

referring to that neighborhood. 

2.2.3 Regions 

For the purposes of this project, Nevada was divided into three regions for which background literature 

was reviewed: northwest, northeast, and south (Figure 1). Because this context represents an overview of 

the history of civil rights in Nevada in the twentieth century, the regional backgrounds were based on 

directed research meant to create a broad understanding of historic patterns in the state, not focus on the 

lives of specific individuals. The distinction of regions in telling the historic narrative is very important, 

since the African American population was historically concentrated in specific areas of Nevada. As a 

result, civil rights efforts historically varied widely between regionsðand even municipalitiesðin the 

state. This regional approach allowed SWCA to account for those variations in research and when writing 

the overall historic narrative for the state. 
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2.3 Project Goals and Limitations 

The goal of this project was to create a summary of historic events related to African American civil 

rights between 1900 and 1979 in Nevada as a tool to nominate properties for the NRHP. This historic 

context was not intended to be a comprehensive or definitive history of the subject. It provides in-depth 

guidance for communities, historians, and preservationists on the process for identifying, evaluating, and 

nominating properties to the NRHP that are significant for their relationship with the African American 

civil rights movement. It also provides a general outline of African American civil rights history that may 

serve as a basis for additional scholarship and research into the subject by community members, 

historians, and others with an interest in the subject. Although SWCA has attempted to incorporate 

Nevadaôs African American communities as part of writing this context, that involvement was limited in 

extent. Future scholarship on this subject led by or involving SHPO, universities or other academic 

institutions, civic or volunteer organizations, or members of the general public should center that 

involvement on the lives and stories of community members. 

Properties important to African American civil rights history in Nevada must be recognized because they 

can tell us the stories of the people who made them and used them, remind us of the richness of our past, 

and help us weave together the many threads of our common heritage. Much of the history, experience, 

and cultural contributions of African Americans and their descendants in Nevada is an understudied topic. 

This document is only a first step in beginning to recognize that heritage. To build on this work, SWCA 

also recommends the initiatives listed below.  

¶ Involve the communities in the following ways:  

o Prepare and distribute pamphlets describing the properties identified to date and ask for 

assistance in identifying additional significant properties.  

o Conduct public meetings.  

o Conduct oral interviews of individuals and families and train community members to conduct 

oral histories by preparing a basic set of questions as a starting point. Transcribe interviews 

and distribute copies to family members and archive copies in public repositories.  

o Identify significant individuals and associated properties.  

o Ask the community to identify the top five properties or property types that are significant to 

it.  

¶ Continue research as follows:  

o Contrast demographic and ethnographic data from Nevada with that of the West in general, 

and especially the Pacific Coast, in order to place historic demographic patterns in a broader 

regional context.  

o Foster research from within Nevadaôs African American communities by creating a 

scholarship or internships for students to pursue research on their own communities.  

¶ Identify, record, and evaluate African American civil rightsïrelated historic properties for listing 

in the NRHP in the following ways:  

o Provide electronic access to this historic context and list of property types.  

o Encourage archaeologists, historians, and descendants of community members to identify, 

document, and list all types of properties eligible for the NRHP  
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2.4 Methods 

Our goals for the context were to outline the history of the African American civil rights movement in 

Nevada and discuss historic resources that may represent that history. Throughout the narrative, we have 

attempted to weave in information relating to property types that may be associated with civil rights 

activism, areas where African Americans historically lived and worked, and how patterns evolved or 

changed during the study period and in response to social, political, and economic events. 

Producing this report also required the development of strategies for research and writing. This section 

discusses the methods used in constructing this narrative, including repositories visited, the use of 

resources in writing, and a discussion of primary source documents. 

Before conducting any research, we clearly defined the geographic area of the study: the entire state of 

Nevada. Although national trends in history are discussed when relevant, the establishment of this 

boundary provided a clear guide during research.  

A report of this scope required casting a wide net when conducting research. Targeted resources consisted 

of secondary literature relating to a variety of topics such as African American history, politics, the 

divorce trade, religion and religious institutions, casinos and the gambling industry, and military history 

in Nevada and the American West. Secondary sources included published histories, scholarly articles, 

masters theses and doctoral dissertations, and NRHP nomination forms. No single document exists that 

presents a general history of the topic. Research also included a limited number of primary research 

sources, particularly oral histories and newspapers. Census data filled in the historic record for geographic 

areas with little or no information, such as the northeast region. Although census data did not relate 

specifically to civil rights, it did provide otherwise unavailable information about the lives of African 

American residents in all three regions. A detailed discussion of the research design is provided in Section 

2.4.1. 

The SWCA project team began by working with the NVSHPO to search its architectural files and the 

Nevada Cultural Resource Information System (NVCRIS) as well as searching the NRHP database for 

previously documented properties associated with African American heritage in Nevada. SWCA then 

conducted a general literature search for relevant primary and secondary source documents and created a 

preliminary bibliography of potential sources for review. Using the results of the search, SWCA also 

created a preliminary list of property types and a list of known resources that are or may be eligible for 

NRHP listing. The project team used the bibliography to conduct targeted research in primary source 

material at archives around the state, such as the University of Nevada, Reno (UNR); the University of 

Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV), and the Nevada State Library and Archives. 

Writing the report followed the same pattern. First, a basic timeline of the civil rights movement was 

constructed from the more general sources; events in specific regions and locales and the experiences of 

individuals and communities were added to the timeline with as much detail as possible. The overview is 

organized chronologically and is divided based on general periods in the history of African American 

civil rights in Nevada. Although the periods are based on the stateôs history, they often heavily mirror 

events on the national level. Civil rights activism in Nevada did not occur in a vacuum, and as a result, the 

stateôs history often reflects national events; SWCA privileged state history above national events 

whenever the two did not correspond. Published research on civil rights history both regionally and 

nationally enriched the context and placed Nevadaôs regional and state history within a broader context in 

order to understand that historyôs characteristics, both common and unique. 
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2.4.1 Research Design 

2.4.1.1 NATIONAL BACKGROUND 

It was important to first understand the African American civil rights movement in Nevada within a 

broader national framework, which was drawn exclusively from secondary sources, including the 

following:  

¶ Other African American civil rightsïrelated contexts and MPDFs 

¶ Published histories and scholarly articles 

2.4.1.2 REGIONAL BACKGROUNDS 

The majority of regional research concentrated on existing secondary source documents, including the 

following: 

¶ Published or unpublished histories 

¶ Scholarly articles 

¶ NRHP or State Register of Historic Places (SRHP) nomination forms 

¶ Masters theses and doctoral dissertations 

Regional research also incorporated a limited amount of primary source research. This was directed 

research, designed to fill in identified gaps in the historic record. 

Primary sources that were consulted for each region included the following:  

¶ Digiti zed newspapers (available through the Library of Congress Chronicling America collection 

and Newspapers.com) 

o These newspapers were text-searched for key words relating to the African American civil 

rights struggle.  

o Only digitized newspapers were reviewed; no hard copies were used.  

¶ Transcribed oral histories 

o Oral histories offered important insight into the lived experiences of individuals.  

o Due to time and budgetary constraints, only oral histories that had been transcribed and that 

had transcriptions available digitally were consulted. 

¶ Census data (available through the U.S. Census Bureau and Ancestry)  

o Historic census data provided information about the locations, growth, and movement 

patterns of Nevadaôs Black communities. Census data provided a broad statistical view of 

changes in communities; it was not used to trace the histories of specific individuals. Only 

previously compiled statistics were used; census records for specific communities were not 

reviewed. 

¶  The Negro Motorist Green-Book 

o Multiple editions of the book were reviewed to capture a broad view of potentially NRHP-

eligible resources in Nevada. 

¶ Newspapers or newsletters published by African American communities and organizations  
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¶ Archival records and collections 

o Only collections that had been catalogued and that had finding aids available were considered 

for review. 

o Due to time and budgetary constraints, only a limited amount of primary source archival 

research was done using personal papers. Only the papers of significant figures within the 

history of Nevadaôs African American civil rights struggle were considered for review. 

2.4.2 Summary of Themes 

As part of the grant, NVSHPO specifically requested that SWCA ñdetermine which subthemes 

(education, housing, travel, divorce, etc.) are sufficiently documented to be included in the context. 

Subthemes that are not adequately documented in the historical record, or for which documentation is 

unavailable, can be identified as areas for future research at the sub-recipientôs discretionò (NVSHPO 

2018). To do so, SWCA considered the connection between African American civil rights and other 

themes in history and drew themes from the areas of significance for the SRHP and the NRHP as well as 

an early version of the Nevada Comprehensive Preservation Plan, in which study units were first outlined 

for the state (White et al. 1991). The specific themes SWCA considered and their source of origin are 

listed in Table 1, which also lists the level of coverage for each theme in the historic record that SWCA 

reviewed and whether each theme was addressed in the context or represents an area for future research. 

Areas for future research not addressed in the context include art, literature, and the performing arts. Each 

of these topics had limited related secondary source information available and would benefit from 

additional research in the future. 

Table 1. Summary of Subthemes 

Theme State Register of Historic 
Places/National Register 
of Historic Places Area 

of Significance 

Nevada 1991 
Comprehensive 

Preservation 
Plan Theme 

Level of Coverage in 
Historic Record 

Included in Context or 
Area for Future 
Research?* 

Architecture X  Limited information In context; future research 

Art X X No information Future research 

Commerce X X Limited information In context; future research 

Community planning 
and development 

X X Extensive information In context 

Divorce  X Limited information In context; future research 

Education X X Extensive information In context 

Entertainment / 
Recreation 

X X Limited information In context; future research 

Ethnic heritage X X Extensive information In context 

Federal government  X Extensive information In context 

Fraternal 
movements 

 X Limited information In context; future research 

Labor unions  X Extensive information In context 

Law X  Extensive information In context 

Literature X X Limited information Future research 

Military X X Extensive information In context 

Performing arts X X Limited information Future research 
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Theme State Register of Historic 
Places/National Register 
of Historic Places Area 

of Significance 

Nevada 1991 
Comprehensive 

Preservation 
Plan Theme 

Level of Coverage in 
Historic Record 

Included in Context or 
Area for Future 
Research?* 

Politics / 
Government 

X X Extensive information In context 

Religion X X Extensive information In context 

Social history X X Extensive information In context 

State and local 
government 

 X Extensive information In context 

Womenôs 
movements 

 X Limited information In context; future research 

Sources: NPS (1997); White et al. (1991) 

3 DEFINITION OF CONTEXT 

3.1 Theme 

The theme of this context is the African American civil rights movement in Nevada. Although the civil 

rights movement is perhaps best known in relation to the American South, it is also an important aspect of 

history on the state level in Nevada. Nevadaôs unique economic structure (which is oriented heavily 

around tourism, recreation, and gambling) and the unique history of the stateôs African American 

population (which initially made up only a small proportion of the general population but that increased 

rapidly during and after World War II) also resulted in specific regional patterns of civil rights protest and 

advocacy. This context also connects African American civil rights in Nevada to 16 sub-themes with 

which it intersects and under which properties relating to the primary theme may also be significant (see 

Table 1). 

3.2 Geographic Parameters 

For the purposes of the context, Nevada was divided into three geographic regions, each of which was 

considered individually as well as for its relationship with patterns of history on the state level (see Figure 

1). These areas are the northwest (encompassing Washoe, Storey, Churchill, Carson City, Douglas, Lyon, 

and Mineral Counties); the northeast (encompassing Humboldt, Pershing, Lander, Eureka, Elko, and 

White Pine Counties); and the south (encompassing Esmeralda, Nye, Lincoln, and Clark Counties). 

3.3 Temporal Limits 

The first African Americans arrived in Nevada in the mid-1800s, but the stateôs African American 

population remained very small in size until World War II. And while Nevadaôs African American 

residents have undertaken efforts to achieve social and political equality since their first settlement in the 

state, the most significant and widespread efforts occurred during the twentieth century. Nineteenth 

century civil rightsïrelated heritage resources were likely to be transitory in nature (such as businesses 

established as part of early mining camps) or limited in their length and depth of association with African 

Americans. Those nineteenth-century resources are therefore less likely to remain, be readily identifiable, 

or retain their level of significance in association with African American civil  rights to be eligible for the 

NRHP. As a result, and based on the associated NPS grant, this context concentrates on the period 

between 1900 and 1979. Extending the temporal limits of the context to 1979 increases the range of 

resources for which it may potentially be useful in evaluating properties for NRHP eligibility.  
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Figure 1. Geographic regions in Nevada. 
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4 HISTORIC OVERVIEW 

Nevada has a unique history in respect to the African American civil rights movement, although the 
stateôs patterns of historic development were greatly influenced by trends on regional and national levels. 
Considered at various times a bastion of economic opportunity for African Americans and ñthe 
Mississippi of the West,ò Nevada often both conformed to patterns of racism found elsewhere in the 
United States as well as represented a land of potential opportunity. Nevadaôs history is rich with events, 
people, and patterns specific to the state. This history includes early patterns of immigration and 
settlement, the legislative record, local and state-wide protests, and the lives of important civil rights 
figures. 

4.1 Timeline of African American Civil Rights History at the 
National Level 

The movement for African American civil rights in Nevada took place within a broader national context. 
The history of this movement at the national level is complex and multifaceted, and often related to other 
historic themes, such as economic factors, industrial development, military history, and agriculture. 
Because an in-depth history of civil rights on the national level is outside the scope of this context, a 
general timeline summarizing key events in American history relating to African American civil rights is 
provided here to serve as a background for the more specific study of Nevada (Table 2). 

Table 2. Significant Events in African American Civil Rights, ca. 1600ï1979 

Date Event Citation 

1619 First recorded Africans brought to Jamestown as indentured servants Hashaw 2007 

1705 Slavery legalized by the Virginia General Assembly PBS 2020 

1739 Stono Rebellion, an early slave revolt in Stono, South Carolina NPS 2020b 

1793 Cotton gin invented by Eli Whitney, increasing demand for slaves in the American South NPS 2020b 

1808 Importation of slaves into the United States banned NPS 2020b 

1831ï
1861 

Underground Railroad helps 75,000 slaves escape to the North NPS 2020b 

1850 Compromise of 1850, in which California was admitted to the Union as a free state and the Utah 
and New Mexico Territories were created and slavery decided by popular sovereignty  

History 2009 

1850 New version of the Fugitive Slave Act passed, mandating government support for the capture of 
escaped slaves 

NPS 2020b 

1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act opens up the possibility of slavery in any land included in the earlier 
Louisiana Purchase 

History 2019a 

1854-
1861 

Bleeding Kansas, a series of violent confrontations in the Kansas Territory between pro- and anti-
slavery factions 

History 2018a 

1857 Dred Scott Decision determines that slaves remain enslaved regardless of the free- or slave-state 
status of the state or territory 

History 2019b 

1859 John Brownôs Raid on Harperôs Ferry; tensions between North and South increase before 1860 
presidential election 

History 2019c 

1861-
1865 

American Civil War, caused by ideological, economic, political, and social conflicts over slavery NPS 2020b 

1863 Emancipation Proclamation, declaring all slaves in the rebelling states free ï 

1865 13th Amendment, which prohibits slavery, ratified NPS 2020b 

1865 Ku Klux Klan formed in Tennessee with the goal to resist Reconstruction, becomes common 
throughout South 

History 2019d 
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Date Event Citation 

1865ï
1877 

Reconstruction Era. The Reconstruction era saw the passage of the 13th, 14th, and 15th 
Amendments, which abolished slavery and involuntary servitude, mandated citizenship rights and 
equal protection by law, and provided the right to vote regardless of race. 

At the conclusion of Reconstruction, a deal is struck between Southern white leaders and Northern 
Democrats in which Rutherford B. Hayes became president in exchange for the withdrawal of 
federal troops from the South, functionally ending efforts to protect the rights of African Americans 
in the region 

NPS 2020b 

1868 14th Amendment ratified, defining citizenship and overturning the Dred Scott decision NPS 2020b 

1870 15th Amendment ratified, giving African American men the right to vote NPS 2020b 

1881 First Jim Crow segregation law passed in Tennessee; many additional Jim Crow laws passed 
across the South between 1881 and 1896 

NPS 2020b 

1896 Plessy v. Ferguson case decided by the Supreme Court, racial segregation is considered 
constitutional 

NPS 2020b 

1915 Birth of a Nation released; the longest film produced when it was released and a commercial 
success, it portrayed the Ku Klux Klan as heroic 

History 2019d 

1915 Ku Klux Klan revived, the second generation of the Klan was not only anti-Black but also anti-
Catholic, anti-Semitic, and against organized labor and immigration; at its peak in the 1920s, the 
Klan claimed 4 million members nationally 

History 2019d 

1914ï
1918 

World War I ï 

1916ï
1970 

Great Migration results in the relocation of approximately 6 million African Americans from the 
American South to the North and West 

History 2020 

1929ï
1939 

Great Depression ï 

1939ï
1945 

World War II ï 

1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, United States enters World War II ï 

1947 Major League baseball integrated Armour 2007 

1948 Executive Order 9981 signed, integrating U.S. military National 
Archives 1948 

1954 Brown v. Board of Education case decided by the Supreme Court, racial segregation declared 
unconstitutional 

NPS 2020b 

1957 Southern Christian Leadership Conference, a regional civil rights organization, established to 
coordinate civil rights protest activities in the South 

NPS 2020b 

1964 Civil Rights Act of 1964 is passed, outlawing discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or 
national origin; its sweeping effects included the removal of biased voter registration requirements 
and racial segregation in schools, employment, and public accommodations 

NPS 2020b 

1965 Voting Rights Act of 1965, outlawing practices in the South used to disenfranchise African 
American voters 

NPS 2020b 

1968 Martin Luther King, Jr. assassinated NPS 2020b 

1968 Fair Housing Act of 1968 passed, prohibiting discrimination in the sale, rental, and financing of 
housing based on race, religion, national origin, or sex 

History 2018b 

4.2 Summary of African American History in the American 
West, ca. 1800ï1970 

The role of Black pioneers in the American West is often neglected within the national context of African 

American history. Specific geographic definitions of the West can vary widely; for the purposes of this 

report, the West will generally be defined as any land in America west of the 100th Meridian, which 

passes through the Dakotas, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. It is a common misconception that 
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settlers in the West were universally white; many explorers, trappers, traders, cowboys, and farmers were 

people of color (Billington and Hardaway 1998:1). African Americans on the frontier sought and built 

community, whether in Black towns or in segregated neighborhoods. As Billington and Hardaway point 

out, the West often offered African Americans more equality, freedom, and economic opportunity than 

other regions (Billington and Hardaway 1998:5). While an in-depth discussion of this aspect of history is 

beyond the scope of this context, a general summary of the role of African Americans on the western 

frontier in America is provided. 

African Americans were a part of the Euro-American colonization of the West nearly from the beginning. 

In the late nineteenth century, large numbers of Black soldiers were also employed by the U.S. Army 

throughout the West often fighting Native Americans; they were well known for their valor, low desertion 

rate, and exemplary performance (Billington 2001). These Black soldiers, who served in the Ninth and 

Tenth Cavalries and the Twenty-fourth and Twenty-fifth Infantries, were known as Buffalo Soldiers. The 

regiments were segregated and frequently led by white officers (although three Black officers, all 

graduates of West Point, did also lead them). Although best known for their service in Kansas, Texas, and 

Oklahoma, the Buffalo Soldiers were stationed in areas as diverse as San Francisco, Yosemite Park, and 

other areas in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. In addition to enforcing federal policy and engaging in 

military campaigns against Native American tribes, the Buffalo Soldiers also assisted with building roads 

and trails that facilitated westward expansion and acted as some of the first national park rangers to 

prevent poaching and monitor livestock. Military service provided Buffalo Soldiers with both 

employment and a strategy to obtain the rights often denied to African Americans through the respect 

garnered by their brave and effective work. The last Buffalo Soldier units were disbanded in 1951 

(Smithsonian Institution 2020). 

African Americans also played a role in the ranching industry. Prior to the Civil War, African Americans 

served as cowboys in Texas. Those cowboys were often slaves but many continued in that role during and 

after the Civil War (Durham and Jones 1983:13ï19). The end of slavery brought increasing racial 

antagonism from white settlers toward Black cowboys, even in more remote areas of Texas and the 

surrounding states. But those same cowboys also worked side-by-side with whites and often assumed 

minor roles of responsibility (although they were not permitted to become foremen) (Durham and Jones 

1983:23ï24):  

It would, of course, be ridiculous to say that there was no discrimination when men of 

different races worked together, particularly when most of them were Texans during the 

bitterness of Reconstruction and post-Reconstruction. But the demands of their job made 

them transcend much of their prejudice. On a drive, a cowboyôs ability to do his work, to 

handle his share and a little extra, was far more important than his color. (Durham and 

Jones 1983:44) 

By 1867, emerging rail transportation routes had opened new beef markets (beyond previous markets 

such as mining towns in Colorado and California) (Durham and Jones 1983:120). As a result, Black 

cowboys became common fixtures of trail crews in Texas, Oklahoma, Nebraska, Kansas, Wyoming, 

South Dakota, New Mexico, Colorado, and Montana (Durham and Jones 1983). They may have made up 

as much as approximately 25 percent of all cowboys (approximately 8,000ï9,000 cowboys) (Porter 

2001). African Americans also occupied other roles associated with the ranching industry, such as 

railroad employees and even hotel owners (Durham and Jones 1983:127). These patterns of employment 

continued through the 1880s, during which a cattle boom occurred. But in 1886, a drought followed by a 

record-breaking, harsh winter killed off many range cattle and functionally ended open range ranching, 

ending that traditional way of life for many cowboys, Black and white (Durham and Jones 1983:150). 

African American women also played key roles in the West during the late 1800s and early 1900s. They 

worked in a wide range of occupations: nurses, midwives, real estate developers, cooks, boardinghouse 
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operators, beauticians, nannies, servants, laundresses, restauranteurs, farmers, church and community 

leaders, prostitutes as well as homemakers, homesteaders, and pioneers. As a result of social isolation due 

to the proportionately small number of women on the frontier, compounded with the isolation due to their 

race, many African American women chose to live in towns or other developed areas. This concentration 

allowed them to develop social groups and organizations, such as literary clubs and religious or political 

societies (Hardaway 1997). 

Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Westôs African American population 

continued to grow, albeit slowly. Between 1860 and 1910, the African American population of the Rocky 

Mountain region increased from 235 to 21,467 (Forbes 1966:34). Despite that population growth, by 1910 

African Americans continued to make up less than 1 percent of the total population in the West. In some 

cases, African Americans moved within the region because of local social conditions; during the 1860s 

and 1870s, for example, some African Americans emigrated to Nevada to escape racism in California 

(Rusco 1975:8). The African American population in the West continued to grow slowly from 1910 to 

1940, although overall migration patterns within the region shifted. Prior to World War I, the majority of 

African Americans traveling West had settled in Colorado and Washington, and, to a lesser extent, 

California; but after World War I, California (and, to a lesser extent, Arizona) became their primary 

destination (Forbes 1966:34). Many of these immigrants moved to towns and cities because of 

community-building and employment opportunities. 

On a national level, the Republican Party, led by the Radical Republicans, dominated politics during the 

decade following the Civil War. The Radical Republicans aggressively supported policies of racial 

equality and integration in the South, a policy commonly referred to as ñRadical Reconstruction.ò 

Although Radical Reconstruction was primarily focused on the American South and therefore neglected 

the West to some degree, it still created a political environment throughout the country in which the white 

establishment was increasingly willing to entertain racial equality, giving African Americans in the West 

the ability to successfully advocate for equality to an extent they had never been able to before. For 

example, from between 1865 to 1867 in the Colorado Territory, Black settlers advocated for their right to 

vote and public education (Berwanger 2001). 

By the end of World War II, the Black population in the West surpassed 170,000. The majority of 

individuals lived in California, with the next largest populations in Arizona and Colorado. This growth 

was in part due to extensive outmigration from the South during and after the war (Forbes 1966:34). 

African Americans still made up only a small proportion of the total population, however (approximately 

2 percent of the total population in the case of California). 

Demographic shifts prior to and during World War II led to significant changes in the racial makeup of 

inner-city populations, which in turn often resulted in the rapid expansions of Black neighborhoods. 

African Americans living in the West during and after World War II encountered a range of social and 

economic barriers, particularly in cities. Access to equal schooling was often an issue (Forbes 1966:39). 

African Americans were often heavily constrained in the areas of cities where they could live as a result 

of redlining and racially exclusive covenants governing the sale of property. Redlining is a discriminatory 

practice in which loans and other financial services are denied to potential property owners on the basis of 

race to prevent them from purchasing property in specific areas; historically it was common in many 

cities in the West, including Salt Lake City, Spokane, Los Angeles, and Phoenix (University of Richmond 

Digital Scholarship Lab 2020). The areas where the would-be property owners were allowed to live and 

purchase property were generally poorer neighborhoods with less access to key resources such as medical 

care, public spaces like parks, and even places to purchase food. Restrictive covenants attached to specific 

properties confined the sale of those properties to only white purchasers, preventing African Americans 

and other people of color from buying property. Historically, African Americans in urban areas were most 

commonly afflicted by these practices; although now technically illegal, redlining and discriminatory 

lending continue to be an issue in the present. 
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When moving West, African Americans were frequently forced to live in a limited number of 

neighborhoods in a given city, often designated by real estate developers. 

The Westôs real estate industry has widely adopted the philosophy of discouraging the 

development of integrated neighborhoods for reasons not fully explainable in terms of 

pressure from white residents. In several urban areas unethical white real estate brokers 

have been instrumental in guaranteeing a solid expansion of the ghetto by ñblock-

bustingò and openly intimidating whites who might otherwise have remained in the 

neighborhood. (Forbes 1966:40) 

African Americans in these growing neighborhoods were quite cognizant of the discrimination they faced, 

and issues such as redlining and access to equal education were often at the forefront of civil rights 

efforts. By the 1960s, fair housing laws, campaigning by civil rights groups, and the expansion of the 

Black middle class had led to ñtokenò integration in many metropolitan areas of the West (Forbes 

1966:41). 

Throughout the nineteenth century and for much of the early twentieth century, the number of African 

Americans on the western frontier was much smaller than the number of whites; generally, African 

Americans made up less than 1 percent of the total population in western states through the 1890s, and 

that number remained low for several more decades. Additionally, due to economic drivers that heavily 

favored male workers, such as the growth of the mining and ranching industries, the numbers of African 

American men in the West frequently far exceeded the number of African American women. But 

regardless of their numbers, African Americans played an integral part in all aspects of the settlement and 

development of the West, from homesteading to military campaigns to the growth of agriculture and 

mining (Hardaway 1997). 

4.3 Background History of African American Civil Rights in 
Nevada 

This context for African American civil rights in Nevada is divided into four major periods: African 

American Civil Rights in the Nineteenth Century (1848ï1899), Jim Crow in the Early Twentieth Century 

(1900ï1941), World War II (1941ï1945), and the Activism and Advocacy Era (1946ï1979). While the 

major periods also encompass specific events and sub-periods, they reflect the key turning points in 

African American history in the state. 

4.3.1 African American Civil Rights in the Nineteenth Century 
(1848ï1899) 

African Americans have played important roles in Nevada history since Euro-American exploration 

began. Black explorers came along with various trappers and exploring parties, including Jedediah Smith 

in the 1820s and John Fremont in the 1840s. Blacks also owned and worked at early ranches in Nevada, 

traveled with immigrant parties, and worked as guides for immigrants starting in the 1840s and 1850s 

(Rusco 1975:4ï6). But as with many white explorers and settlers, these African Americans often did not 

settle permanently. It was the discovery of the Comstock Lode in 1859 that resulted in the first significant 

recorded permanent African American population in the state. 

The Comstock Lode was a massive silver lode located near Virginia City, Nevada, that produced 

$305,779,612.48 in ore between 1859 and 1882 (Figure 2) (Edwards 2011). The 1860 U.S. Census, taken 

shortly after mining began, recorded 44 African Americans in areas that would become Nevada. All of 
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these residents lived in Carson County, near the Comstock.1 The area in which they lived also housed the 

vast majority of the soon-to-be stateôs white population (Rusco 1975:14). 

 

Figure 2. C Street in Virginia City, no date. Nevada Images, UNRS-P2001-01, Special Collections 
and University Archives Department, University of Nevada, Reno. 

The 1870 census indicates African Americans in Nevada came from a wide range of places. Many were 

born in the state itself, or in the territory prior to Nevada being granted statehood. Immigrants came from 

both northern and southern states, although Virginia and West Virginia were the most common 

birthplaces. It therefore can be assumed that during the 1870s, African Americans in Nevada were not 

simply relocating from the South but arriving from many different areas of the nation to seek opportunity 

(United States Census Bureau 1870). 

Throughout Nevada during the nineteenth century, African Americans worked in a wide range of 

occupations, including service positions, craftspeople, agricultural workers, and miners (Figure 3). In the 1870 

and 1880 censuses, the most common positions were barbers, cooks, and unskilled laborers. A smaller number 

of African Americans also held jobs that were positions of authority or that required professional skills, 

including a physician and managers of boardinghouses, lodging houses, and restaurant and saloon keepers. 

One known example was William Brown, who owned and operated his own saloonðthe Boston Saloon in 

Virginia Cityðfrom 1864 to 1875 (Rozen-Wheeler 2017). African American women were employed in skilled 

craft positions such as seamstresses or milliners as well as service workers (e.g., chambermaids, nurses)ðeven 

as midwives. A significant number of women ran their own households (Rusco 1975:136ï137). 

 
1
 Storey County, for which Virginia City became the county seat, was created in 1861, the year after the 1860 census (James and 

Rose 2009). 
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Figure 3. Blacksmith shop in Sheridan or Centerville, including African American worker, no date. 
Beatrice Fettic Jones Collection, UNRS-P1988-25, Special Collections and University Archives 
Department, University of Nevada, Reno. 

In general though, the majority of African Americans were employed in ñlow-income and low-status 

occupations,ò typically unskilled labor for men and domestic service for women. African Americans also 

frequently owned small businesses such as barbershops or retail shops. They were infrequently miners 

due to their exclusion from minersô unions until 1879 (Coray 1992:240; Rusco 1975:134). But this did not 

preclude African Americans in Nevada from enjoying a relative degree of economic success: 

[A]  significant number of blacks achieved more economically than the bulk of their group and 

were doing well even by comparison with the average white person. While there seem to have 

been only two black professionals in the state in the nineteenth century, there were several black 

businessmen, ranchers, and miners who were earning significant incomes and acquiring some 

property . . . there apparently was improvement in the economic standing of the black community 

of Nevada from the 1860s through the 1880s. The black business group apparently increased 

slowly in numbers and income during this period. (Rusco 1975:134) 

One such example is Ben Palmer, an African American farmer and rancher in the Carson Valley. He and his 

brother-in-law took out land claims for 320 and 400 acres, respectively, in 1853. By securing water rights, 

constructing irrigation systems, and selling grazing rights to immigrants bound for California, Palmer quickly 

became economically successful. By the late 1860s, he paid the tenth highest amount of taxes in the county. 

After the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment, he became a registered voter and continued to be an important 

leader within the community until his death in 1908 (Larsen 2009; Visit Carson Valley 2020). 

The opportunity to profit from the rapidly growing population was not the only reason African Americans 

emigrated to Nevada. Disillusionment in the face of ongoing racism in California during the 1860s and 

1870s may have also encouraged African Americans to emigrate to Nevada (Rusco 1975:8). But Nevada 
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offered little respite from racism. Rusco is unequivocal in summarizing race relations in Nevada in the 

nineteenth century: 

Nevada was racist during the territorial and early statehood period. Its constitutions and 

laws clearly placed blacks, along with other nonwhites, in an inferior position; they were 

not entitled to participate in any way in the political system, but they were nevertheless 

required to obey the laws white men made. (Rusco 1975:21) 

Prior to Nevada achieving statehood in 1864, numerous race-based restrictions existed for nonwhites in 

the state. African Americans were denied suffrage and could not hold political office, serve on juries or in 

the militia, testify in legal cases or work as attorneys, or marry whites (Rusco 1975:38). Although Gov. 

James N. Nye urged a change to the law preventing nonwhites from testifying in 1862; the territorial 

government ignored his views (Rusco 1975:25). 

The first state legislature made minor changes to some laws, such as allowing African Americans to 

testify (although still not on an equal basis with whites), but also excluded African American children 

from public schools unless they used separate facilities from white students. Throughout the 1860s, white 

constituents also continued to oppose voting rights for nonwhites (Rusco 1975:35, 38). 

From 1863 through the 1870s, African Americans in Nevada mounted vigorous challenges to legal 

discrimination. Their efforts included petitioning against racist laws and challenging the laws through the 

courts. Although these efforts saw little success until the passage of U.S. constitutional amendments 

between 1865 and 1870 made them moot, Nevadaôs African Americans did successfully overturn laws 

preventing Black children from attending school with whites during the 1870s (Rusco 1975:71, 79, 81). 

Despite rampant discrimination, by the end of the 1860s and throughout the 1870s, African Americans in 

Nevada experienced a gradual diminution of racist sentiment (Rusco 1975:42). This was likely due in part 

to the domination of the Republican Party in the state for most of the nineteenth century along with the 

stateôs embrace of Radical Reconstruction (Rusco 1975:51).  

Understandably, African Americans in Nevada almost universally supported the Republican Party and the 

policies it endorsed during this period (Rusco 1975:51). But many white Nevadans also supported the 

party. This support was often, consciously or unconsciously, hypocritical: 

It was quite common for Nevada politicians or newspapers to applaud national actions 

without advocating action to deal with similar racist laws or practices in Nevada. Part of 

the reason for this attitude was probably simple hypocrisy, but it also seems that racial 

practices of the South were more visible to Nevada leaders than racial practices at home. 

It was a common assumption that racism was confined to the South. (Rusco 1975:45) 

For example, white Nevadans prevaricated about accepting a state-specific Civil Rights Act proposed in 

1866, allowing many racist laws to remain in place for years (Rusco 1975:52). During this period, white 

Nevadans also debated whether Black residents should be admitted to the state (Rusco 1975:60). 

Presumably, neither of these debates were perceived to conflict with the Republican sympathies of many 

white residents, who also made the state the first to ratify the 15th Amendment while simultaneously 

keeping laws on the books preventing the full enfranchisement of Black residents (History 2018c). 

Nevadaôs legislature enacted legal changes to racist laws at a slower rate in comparison to many other 

states (Rusco 1975:42). 

Despite the frequently myopic views of racism held by white Nevadans, the 1870s and 1880s were 

decades of improvement for the stateôs African Americans, and Black communities in the state were 

optimistic. With the passage of the 15th Amendment, African American men could vote in 1870, although 

laws restricting Black voting rights were not formally repealed until 1877 (Rusco 1975:46, 58). By 1882, 
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all of Nevadaôs racist laws had been repealed with the exception of the law criminalizing interracial 

marriage (Rusco 1975:xiii , 42). 

The continuing success in changing these laws, accompanied by an apparent 

improvement in their actual treatment, led to a change of emphasis for these leaders. In 

the 1870s there were celebrations of their victories; observances of the anniversary of the 

Emancipation Proclamation and the ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment were 

important events in the Nevada black community, and they received attention from white 

Nevadans. Some participants in these events even believed that racism had been defeated 

and that American blacks had gained the same rights as white people, with the important 

exception of ñsocial equality.ò (Rusco 1975:111) 

Although most of the racist laws had been repealed by the early 1880s, the Nevada legislature failed to 

enact any laws intended to prevent racial discrimination. This left African Americans in Nevada 

vulnerable to discrimination in a myriad of social and economic areas (Rusco 1975:65). 

On the national level, Reconstruction ended in 1877 with the loss of power by Radical Republicans and 

the removal of federal troops from the former Confederacy. The backlash by racist whites, throughout the 

South in particular in addition to the rest of the United States, was rapid and extreme. African Americans, 

who throughout Reconstruction had enjoyed a measure of protection and support from the federal 

government, abruptly found themselves exposed to discrimination and rapidly escalating violence. White 

racists employed terrorist tactics, such as lynching, to prevent African Americans from asserting their 

recently secured civil  rights. The period from the late 1880s to after World War I is often described as the 

nadir of race relations in the United States (Rusco 1975:xiii).  

Although African Americans in Nevada retained legal rights established during Reconstruction, they still 

experienced a variety of setbacks, such as diminishing economic power and racial hostility, during the 

post-Reconstruction period (Rusco 1975:xi). During the 1870s and 1880s, Nevadaôs African Americans 

were often middle class and commonly owned and operated their own businesses; some served important 

professional roles. This changed during the late 1880s and 1890s and continued through much of the early 

twentieth century, during which period the Black middle class declined in size and economic success. 

One historian attributes the decline in the Black middle class to the loss of white customers due to rising 

racial hostility (Rusco 1975:211). This economic decline was so severe that ñthe status of black Nevadans 

vis-à-vis white Nevadans was lower in the 1950s than it had been in the 1870s, particularly in an 

economic senseò (Rusco 1975:196). 

Acts of racism by Nevada communities included the intentional exclusion of Black residents and public 

performances by whites in blackface. In addition, 

[t]here appears to have been an increase in derogatory terms applied to blacks when newspapers 

reported news about them. The use of such terms appears to have been routine for several decades 

in contrast with the situation in the nineteenth century. (Rusco 1975:207) 

It did not help that throughout the nineteenth century, the African American population in Nevada 

remained small in size both proportionately and in sheer numbers. The number of African Americans 

statewide never increased beyond 500 before the end of the century. In 1890, Nevadaôs African American 

population made up just 0.5 percent of the total state population and was ñnumerically smaller than that of 

any other western state or territory except Idahoò (Rusco 1975:xii). 

These demographic trends were related to national economic troubles. The Panic of 1893 resulted in a 

rapid drop in silver prices, which disproportionately affected Nevadaôs mining-based economy and led to 

a national depression. Black populations in both Virginia City and Carson City declined significantly: ñIn 

1890 there were 37 blacks in Storey County and 56 in Ormsby County; in 1900 the totals were: Storey, 9; 
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Ormsby, 12ò (Coray 1992:243). These numbers reflected an overall statewide trend. In 1880, the stateôs 

Black population was 396; in 1890 it was 242; and by 1900, it was just 134 individuals, a population 

decline of 38.9 percent between 1880 and 1890, and 44.6 percent between 1890 and 1900 (Coray 

1992:243). 

Ultimately, African Americans found themselves in a disadvantageous social, economic, and legal 

situation that would persist through the first half of the twentieth century; they would describe Nevada as 

ñThe Mississippi of the Westò (Rusco 1975:196). But African American communities in Nevada endured 

in the face of these challenges. 

4.3.1.1 NORTHWEST NEVADA (1848ï1899) 

During the nineteenth century, the northwest region of Nevada was, by a large margin, the leading center 

of both Euro-American and African American settlement. As a result of mining rushes, most notably 

associated with the Comstock Lode, the areaôs non-native population spiked rapidly. African Americans 

joined Euro-Americans, Europeans, Asians, and others from around the globe in settling and establishing 

business ventures there. Northwest Nevada, particularly the areas near the Comstock, saw extensive 

social, economic, and political development by African Americans during this period.  

[Storey, Orbmsby, and Washoe Counties] together accounted for 45 percent of the total black 

population of the state in 1870 [which was a total of 324] and 52 percent in 1880 [a total of 396]. 

This is not surprising; Virginia City, located on the Comstock lode, was the largest city in Nevada 

during the nineteenth century, and therefore Storey County was the largest county; Ormsby 

County was the site of the state capital from territorial days on; and Reno, in Washoe County, 

was a relatively large city primarily because it was on the transcontinental railroad at the nearest 

point to Virginia [City] . (Rusco 1975:125) 

In those counties, the largest African American populations were in Virginia City and Gold Hill (near the 

Comstock) as well as Carson City. 

4.3.1.1.1 Locations of Residences and Businesses 

Despite the frequently racist attitudes of white Nevadans, no formalized restrictions regarding African 

American dwelling places existed in Virginia City, although such restrictions did exist for Chinese residents. 

Despite this, Virginia Cityôs African American population was concentrated ñby custom or economic 

necessityò along B and C Streets in the center of the city (Figure 4) (Coray 1992:242). This put them 

ñbetween the white miners and the prostitutes, in the commercial heart of the cityò (Rusco 1975:125ï

128). Census data from 1870 does not provide readily interpretable information about the locations where 

African Americans dwelt in Carson City and Reno. Data from the 1880 census indicates that the African 

American population of Carson City lived almost exclusively on 2nd Street and Spear Street. For Reno in 

1880, African Americans most frequently lived on Lucom Street, Lake Street, and Commercial Row 

(Ancestry 2010).2 

 
2
 Census data reviewed consisted of data relating to heads of household only; this data therefore reflects where African American 

families lived and likely excludes information relating to domestic servants who would have lived with their employers and any 

African American lodgers living at white-owned boardinghouses. 
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Figure 4. View of B Street in Virginia City, no date. Crissie Andrews Caughlin Collection, UNRS-
P2000-06, Special Collections and University Archives Department, University of Nevada, Reno. 

4.3.1.1.2 Churches 

This section does not discuss specific churches and denominations in detail, but it is important to note the 

key role of religious institutions in African American communities during the nineteenth century. Social 

institutions such as churches and fraternal organizations formed the center of the African American 

community. As Rusco observes, 

The few hundred blacks in the nineteenth-century Nevada, scattered among a number of locations 

although with concentrations in Virginia City and Carson City, managed to found and maintain a 

number of institutions to serve the needs of their community. At least four churches representing 

the three major black denominations existed during the nineteenth century, two lodges of the 

Prince Hall Masons were in existence for at least one or two decades, and there were literary and 

social groups and organized balls at various times during the forty years from 1860 to the end of 

the century. Probably there were also some other organizations that existed but have not yet been 

discovered. (Rusco 1975:191) 

African American religious institutions generally existed before they were introduced to Nevada and were 

usually brought to the state by African American settlers (Rusco 1975:173). Churches established during 

this period included the first Black Baptist Church in Nevada and the first African Methodist Episcopal 

(AME) Church, both of which were founded in Virginia City (Emerson 2012; Rusco 1975:174). 












































































































































































































































































































